In the same way that the parent and child are distinct and separate whilst remaining undeniably connected, so too are the parallel shows curated by Susan Bright on photography and motherhood at The Photographers' Gallery and The Foundling Museum. Although part of the same story, the atmosphere of the two exhibitions is completely contradictory. As you enter the Foundling Museum, you are immediately greeted by loss. Originally a home for abandoned children, perhaps sadness and longing has somehow seeped into the walls. However it has happened, loss overwhelms as you enter the museum; it then follows behind as you walk down a grand staircase and arrive inside the hidden basement space, home, for the time being, to the work of Miyako Ishiuchi, Annu Palakunnathu Matthew, Ann Fessler and Tierney Gearon.
Studies in the Maternal, 5(2), 2013, www.mamsie.bbk.ac.uk surrounding images -the blood, cuts and bruises -this gave the work immediacy and a place in the everyday. And thus the video brought the viewer back to earth from the realm of the spirit world (found at The Foundling Museum), ready to make connections and to be a relevant and active spectator.
After initial thoughts stored from the private view evening, I returned to The Photographers' Gallery with a notebook one morning. Typically, the page that I opened up to start making notes was covered with drawings of people, done by my 3 year old daughter, using yellow highlighter pen. They are beautiful pictures -big heads, big eyes, and lines everywhere for arms, legs, even for ears I think. Opening my notebook on this page reminded me of such an important point made by this exhibition: that once a mother/parent, one's life is fully invaded, in all of its aspects, by one's children. It seems only wise to integrate your children into your work, as perhaps this is the only way to give both the full attention that they deserve?
You go up the stairs to The Photographer's Gallery exhibition, right to the top of the building; there is a slither of glass on one of the walls that gives an amazing view of the far off horizon and suddenly, all journeys seem possible. Having said that, the view also makes clear that death is never far away either, just one step if you so desired. The work of all of the photographers in this part of the exhibition very successfully marries boundless potential with the sharpness of death, not in a depressive way as in the work housed by The Foundling Gallery, but more in a straight to the point, matter of fact way. Perhaps the experience of giving birth does this to a mother: as likely the closest that she has come to dying, suddenly flesh torn, wounds and blood split, become more common place. The work of Ana Casas Broda unites many of the reoccurring themes that we see throughout the show. Her work presents a family portrait. Interestingly though, in the images hung in the gallery -for there are more in the artist's book of the same title, Kinderwunsch -her husband appears only once. Father of the artist's two sons, he holds the mirror as one of his boys shaves his head in a kind of ritualistic male rite of passage. In the work of Murray, the father figure seems baffled and wants to remove himself from the scene, whilst Fred Hüning and Leigh Ledare, although the artists, illuminate not themselves, but the women with whom they are obsessed. In this sense, what is happening in this exhibition is very complex. It acknowledges the necessity to challenge and subvert tradition, but at the same time does not eliminate long-standing ways of looking or of making art. In the same vein, despite the fact that some artists in this exhibition have suggested that their work moves away from the traditional Madonna and Child depiction of motherhood, it is interesting that some of them re-stage the pieta (Broda and Hüning), some veil their heads (Hüning) and that in general, the iconic mother and child image remains strong throughout, in particular in the work of Broda and Elinor Carucci. What is interesting no doubt is that the woman in the picture is now active artist as well as mother, model, muse, and furthermore, that imagery considered 'feminine' is taken to be a profound subject matter for male and female artists alike.
The bathtub is a good example of a motif that has long since been depicted in the history of art -from The Death of Marat of 1793 by Jacques-Louis David, to more recent depictions by Frida Kahlo and Francesca Woodman -and that will continue to haunt the imagination and recur in contemporary work. Tellingly, not only in the recent series Annonciation, but also in the artist's oeuvre as a whole, Elina Brotherus explores the significance of the bathtub. When Brotherus takes self-portraits in the bath, we also see the cord that links her to her camera; and as she longs for and imagines a new child, it is reasonable to suggest that the cord that links her body to the camera is reminiscent of the umbilical cord that could, potentially, connect her and a new life (although the cord could also of course make reference to her own past and to the umbilical connection shared with her mother). Interpreted at once as a self-preserving and lifegiving womb space, as well as a potential watery tomb, it is also interesting to return to the work of Broda using these terms. Her portraits in the bath, making use not only of water, but also of milk and mud, conjure at once elements of Eros and Thanatos. Some photographs in the Kinderwunsch series illustrate this idea particularly well; there is one in which Broda's son lovingly washes her hair (in the bathtub), while there are two others, in which, along with his brother, he Ledare focuses his body of work for the show entirely on his relationship with his mother. The relationship is very confusing; in the video piece titled Shoulder, the viewer/listener has no idea if the woman/mother is crying, laughing, or having an orgasm. Whatever is happening, it seems that fiction and staging are most sophisticated in the work of Ledare. And interestingly, by including himself and other family members in the scenes, he shows that it is through a plethora Studies in the Maternal, 5(2), 2013, www.mamsie.bbk.ac.uk of relationships that his mother has been elevated to icon. The obvious presence of sex in this oeuvre combined with the theme of motherhood is troubling. Why is this though, when it is through sex that mothers are made? The viewer feels more comfortable with the subtle eroticism of Carucci, a smearing of pink lipstick to remind us that mothers also have love lives, but that these do not fit into the same frame as scenes of attending to their children.
Returning to the Annonciation series by Brotherus, she too combines pain and poetry. Her abdomen is presented as bruised after numerous failed attempts at fertility treatment. However scenes are bathed in warm golden light, and the artist is revealed through a Fra Angelico archway as she sits accompanied by symbolic white lilies. Brotherus is very aware of the progression of art history, as well as the particular significance of the medium of photography taken in this context.
Below her photographs are annual calendars. By including these obvious markers of time, it is made clear that the traumatic relationship that artist experiences with her diminishing fertility is comparable to the special considerations of photography. Roland Barthes wrote of photography, that the medium depicts life gone forever, and acts as a sort of 'mini-death', while Margaret Iversen deduced that photography results in 'a collapse of time that seals one's own fate'. 2 Elizabeth Bronfen writes that 'the dwelling house was a substitute for the mother's womb, the first lodging, for which in all likelihood man still longs, and which he was safe and felt at ease.' 4 Whilst Kahlo depicts the pain of an absence of children, the small bruises that Antoni develops during the enduring performance of Inhabit consider the everyday pains of looking after a child. The presence of the spider also recalls the work of Bourgeois, and in general, as
Antoni has also repetitively depicted the bathtub, and shares further subject matter with
Woodman, that of women as living caryatids, it is reasonable to suggest that she is interested in a 'feminine' contribution to discussions surrounding pain and maternity. Womblike and umbilical motifs breathe new life into old 'home truths' throughout this exhibition. And it was Frida Kahlo, as the first active mother figure artist, who successfully articulated (in pictures) such concerns. Even Murray's video piece Gazelle could be linked to Kahlo's 1946 painting, The Wounded Deer. Decades later, it is now not only women who use the new visual language to dissect our most complex emotional states; men too explore the new metaphors recognized as necessary to thoroughly explore the human condition.
